The impact of transparent leadership and a deliberate focus on the work through a community-determined lens is discussed in the Boston
> > Context
In the spring of 2015, Boston Collaborative for Food & Fitness (BCFF) was courageously restructured by a committed coalition of community residents and allies focused on implementing a people of color (POC) led and owned transformation process toward healthy food access, healing, wellness, and racial equity. This newly restructured collaborative eventually coalesced under the leadership of The Guild and its network of neighbors. It was the culmination of a year-long effort by BCFF and its partners to recenter its intentions squarely on what had historically been its most significant stumbling blocks-authentic community leadership and connection to the work. In its final 2 years, BCFF manifested community leadership of the work and its cross-sector network of residents co-created and directed the means of its own change. This article explores the radical reimagining of BCFF's vision and action through The Guild's concept of transmutation, a healing and connectioncentered approach to community resilience and systems change that centers community leadership and voice and challenges prevailing models of how change happens, particularly in communities of color.
This case study represents the views and experience of the new community-owned network of residents, leaders, and partners who stepped into BCFF leadership in the last 2 years of its existence. The birth, growth, collapse, and rebirth of BCFF is best understood in three phases: (1) planning, completed in 2010 and culminating in a clear directive for success; (2) early-mid implementation period of 2010 to 2014, which ended in a complete collapse and a 1-year hia- The Guild, Boston, MA, USA tus; and (3) the BCFF relaunch or final period of 2015 to 2017, which included a 1-year extension beyond the completion of the nation-wide program.
The intense cross-sector critiques of BCFF and what was most often referred to as the "Non-profit Industrial Complex"-especially vis-a-vis POC neighborhoods and racial justice issues-opened the door to the contestation of the official narrative around past BCFF action and impact. Therefore, this narrative of launch, dissolution and relaunch, frames pre-2015 events as they have been related and experienced by past stakeholders and partners of BCFF and as they have been documented in internal and external reports. The restructuring responded to the need for a dramatically different model and presented a unique opportunity to take very seriously the idea and action of POC residents owning a resourced process of racial equity-driven community, social, and systems change.
> > SnAPSHot: BCFF PLAnnIng PeRIoD
In 2010, at the end of the assessment period, BCFF leadership acknowledged the importance of grassroots involvement for systemic change, making the presence of POC "support, cooperation, and guidance" crucial to their success. In response to the question from the W. There were additional gains in its farm-to-school work and participation in key alliances promoting active living. Early BCFF implementation activities provided support for a Farm to School Coordinator for Boston Public Schools and resulted in significant progress with respect to introducing fresh food into school menus and integrating learning about healthy food into curricular and extracurricular activities, as well as introducing school administrators, teachers, and students to the importance of healthy school food.
BCFF similarly supported Complete Streets efforts in East Boston, including the East Boston neighborhood greenway expansion (in partnership with a local bike advocacy group), the Central Square redesign, and increased hours for carrying bicycles on the Blue Line MBTA line. All those projects, especially the latter, had significant youth engagement and leadership. For the Blue Line project, the youth even facilitated the meetings.
While the planning period saw vibrant youth engagement partnerships with various neighborhood entities, the implementation period saw the deterioration and collapse of key partnerships.
At this time, BCFF was widely viewed as a difficult organization to engage, with nontransparent, gate-keeping tendencies that did not share resources while taking credit/reporting success based on the work of other grassroots organizations and initiatives. Without a clear or public process and logic by which an initiative received support, BCFF was perceived as being uninterested in meaningful engagement with community leadership of color and was further perceived as being dominated by White-led institutions. Not only had BCFF not implemented its own directive to seriously engage grassroots leadership, it had also generated a great deal of ill will at both grassroots and institutional levels. With a poorly articulated presence and unclear mandate in Boston's communities of color, it was clear the organization needed to undergo a radical transformation and shift into a form that would exemplify its highest-and original-vision and goals. In order to continue to operate, BCFF needed to address the following: its relationship with neighborhood coalitions and community residents, its structure and leadership, its role in engaging community residents of color in systems change work and its plan of action regarding entrenched systems of power and racial equity. While such dynamics and challenges were certainly not unique to BCFF in the local landscape, the cross-sector and national nature of the Collaborative structure, forced its shortcomings and eventual collapse into a far more public arena.
Based on the results of this accumulation of reviews, BCFF was shuttered between 2014 and 2015 with its future far from clear or even guaranteed.
> > SnAPSHot: BCFF'S ReLAunCH
During the transition period from January 2015 to August 2015, the Interim Steering Committee chose not to hire a Project Director. During this time, to preserve BCFF's resources until a more representative governing body was in place, BCFF benefited from the pro bono management of both public and nonprofit partners, with additional paid advisory support from its fiscal agent. This group worked with interim volunteers from May through July both as a whole body and in two subcommittees, Governance and Management & Staffing, to establish new guidelines for composition and selection of the permanent Steering Committee and to clarify the management structure and the spend down strategy that would best serve BCFF in moving ahead on its goals. While there was a general lack of clarity around how BCFF would implement its agenda moving ahead, it was clear that the installation of a permanent Steering Committee and the transitioning of Boston Bounty Bucks administration to the City, were two important next steps. Around this time, a community coalition of food and wellness practitioners spent 2 days of BCFF strategic replanning that resulted in the coalition focusing its remaining work on building the capacity of existing neighborhood coalitions in Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan, three neighborhoods of color with the highest rates of disparities.
The 2015 WKKF Food & Fitness Grantee and Partners meeting proved to be illuminating for a number of BCFF stakeholders who would become the core of the permanent Steering Committee. For some members of the delegation, it was the first time learning about the broader, national goals and work of the Collaboratives. It was also the first real engagement with the culture and support of the national Collaboratives. Importantly, for the delegate member-who would later become the pro bono Project Director-three key points encountered at the meeting were most striking:
1. Race and equity: The powerful and refreshing manner in which racial inequity was openly discussed in a racially mixed crowd, spoke to the space available for leadership to directly address local landscapes of power around the work. 2. Systems change: The focus on systems change gave space and encouragement to take on paradigm shifting strategies and actions that were radical, rigorous, and risky. The depth of BCFF's very late collapse offered a creative impetus to take an entirely fresh approach to reimagining the work and its shift from "community engagement" to "community leadership." 3. A coalition of allies. There was a clear and powerful commitment to learning together as other collaboratives shared their own stories of collapse and struggle so, while they benefited from collapsing much earlier in the process, the atmosphere of compassion and support allowed for honesty around this extremely important, hard, and messy work.
A key learning from this phase of BCFF was the overarching need for a cultural shift at the local level. While the idea of picking up and carrying forth the work of BCFF, particularly for the newcomers, was more than daunting, being at the Food & Fitness Grantee and Partners meeting provided a shot of hope and courage to return to Boston and truly step up to the challenge.
> > BReAkIng Down SySteMS:
CoMMunIty RetAkeS tHe nARRAtIVe Back in Boston, rather than focusing solely on the work as previously defined by the Collaborative, the group's first step toward transmutation involved a real analysis of the larger context within which the work happens which would lead to a radical reframing of POC ownership of an authentic set of transparent processes. As is common in the local field, decision makers for work around disparities experienced by POC, most often live outside the community, and due to their structurally stronger positions of power-routinely receive or decide community funding priorities and processes. Residents of color were most often cast in the role of recipients of information and services-or are commenters on the strategies and actions led by others. Furthermore, there was also a broad acknowledgement that BCFF had not been holistically focused on food, fitness, or racial equity, creating an opportunity for addressing a more inclusive set of issues. It became an imperative for BCFF leadership to create new capacity, connections, and support for existing initiatives, coalitions, businesses, and projects owned and led by aligned POC residents of Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan. The goal was to share the resources in a manner that could help shift culture, create new processes, build a new network, and showcase a collective and transparent model of change. Additionally, it was important that leadership be composed of those who did not view the community through a deficit-based lens rather valued and could champion community knowledge, expertise, and action.
> > tRAnSMutAtIon: CoMMunIty

ReSIDentS FRoM PARtICIPAntS to DeSIgneRS AnD LeADeRS oF CHAnge
BCFF leadership used the following key questions to guide their next steps:
1. How do we create a request for proposal (RFP) and selection process that does not privilege institutions over resident action and knowledge? 2. How do we quickly engage diverse and intergenerational residents who may not know one other in aligned systems change work?
3. How do we shift culture, create new networks, and pilot new approaches in the face of apathy and cynicism about POC capacity to understand and create real change in our own lives? 4. How do we put the power to quickly assess and make decisions about community needs, resources, and investment squarely in the hands of a network of POC residents?
The Steering Committee chair and advisors set about establishing the reinvestment process through the creation of an innovative RFP and the formation of an independent Selection Committee. The Selection Committee members represented all three neighborhoods and ranged in age from 21 to 87 years. They were POC, with educational backgrounds ranging from self-taught to PhD and had work experience in a range of settings from small businesses and environmental justice and policy-to community education, health, wellness, organizing, and urban agriculture.
The pillars of the newly instituted governance structure ensured the following:
• Transparency: Steering Committee members needed to declare any relationships and interests that might create an advantage in the selection and resourcing process-and Selection Committee members could not have direct ties to any of the entities applying for funding.
• Separation: Steering Committee members would not be involved in the reinvestment process beyond feedback on the final RFP, developed by the Selection Committee and embodying the vision and goals lifted up at the 2-day strategy session.
The identity of the Selection Committee members, beyond their demographics, would not be publicly known-even amongst the other Steering Committee members-until after the selection process was complete. The goal was to create a process as free from pressure and influence as possible, as the Selection Committee reviewed proposals and further structured BCFF's reinvestment strategy.
> > tHe guILD: MoVIng tHe woRk FoRwARD
Launching its direct action work in 2012, The Guild is a network of intergenerational, POC residents and committed, cross sector allies and partners, from within and beyond Boston's main neighborhoods of color. With an established record of community-led collaboration and policy change with the City of Boston, the Guild pioneered a new process of resident led and controlled asset and opportunity development. Building on established success around the community governance of public and private resources and of developing cross-sector networks of support, the Guild decided to take on the work without compensation and further shared its funding, staffing, influence, and spacebased resources in support of the network's success. The Selection Committee members also donated an incredible amount of time and attention over months and were passionately committed to creating a process that would truly benefit the community.
> > tRAnSMutAtIon: FRoM DeFICIt-
BASeD exPeCtAtIonS to ASSet-BASeD ABunDAnCe AnD CoLLABoRAtIon
The volunteer Selection Committee, newcomers to BCFF's work but not to the local landscape around the goals, brought an amazing amount of insight and dedication to the process as it was designed and implemented. The Selection Committee and its allies worked to frame the RFP and design information sessions for applicants and later, grantees, with a focus on a creative and dynamic alignment of efforts and resources. The RFP was just two pages long-colorful, friendly, and spoke directly to the reader (see Supplemental Appendix 1, available in the online version of this article). It gave examples of the types of individuals and entities welcomed as applicants with frankly laid out criteria: POC residents of the three communities with experience and action to point to and an idea of what they needed to increase impact. The RFP was translated from English into Spanish, Cape Verdean Creole, Haitian Creole, and Vietnamese and further invited interested residents to two planned information sessions at neighborhood libraries.
Even as the RFP launched-and closed-in a 2-week period, the Selection Committee combatted doubt and cynicism that residents of color would be able to understand and/or respond to a call to join a network dedicated to systems change, at all. The Selection Committee also set a goal to successfully move through a participatory needs and asset assessment and investment decision-making process, during just 2 day-long summits. Committee members were met with pessimism from various well-meaning observers: it would take a significant amount of time-years, we were told-to bring together a network that could work in a collective manner, especially around shared needs and resulting investment decisions.
Community youth were trained and deployed to explain everything from systems change to collective action, to their neighbors. The conversations were engaged everywhere, from street corners and laundromats to barber shops and at bus stops. Neighbors were encouraged not to be intimidated and to believe deeply in the brilliance and ability of our community-and take a chance and just apply. Many residents expressed that they never heard about such opportunities and had never considered working with aligned neighbors that they did not already know. Many had never thought of their work and passions as a contribution to the kinds of efforts framed in the RFP.
With just 13 days in the field, the Selection Committee received and reviewed more than 60 applications. Committee members used a ranking scorecard, the BCFF 2016 Community Visionary Granting Proposal Evaluation Form (see Supplemental Appendix 2, available in the online version of this article), in addition to the priorities set by the permanent Steering Committee and BCFF's Mission, Vision, and Values to make its selection. To honor the effort put into the process, it was decided that we would welcome in as many applicants as possible in order to create a more vibrant network and remain open to new connections and collaborative possibilities.
At the end of the selection process, 24 applicants were invited to join the network as a core group of grantees who would participate in the participatory asset mapping, needs assessment, and impact investment process. The core group was made up of youth, healers, artists, farmers, churches, mosques, service providers, neighborhood coalitions, immigrants, collectives, and local business owners-most were noninstitutionally aligned residents whose work had long been ignored by traditional nonprofit funding processes-or for which the majority of them would not even qualify to apply. An additional 20 applicants were chosen as a secondary set of beneficiaries who, based on their articulated needs and work, would be able to derive positive benefits from the work of the core group and could potentially be engaged, on a more strategic basis. A third ring of applicants fell into a general category of coalition member. This group was clearly interested in the thematics of BCFF work yet were composed of entities and individuals who most often did not meet the base criteria for application (not residents of the prioritized neighborhoods, non-POC led or engaged, etc.). These applicants would simply receive updates and be, as appropriate, invited to more open events and sessions. From the onset, leadership invited only grantees, the Selection Committee, one Steering Committee member and documenters in the room-all POC. Furthermore, they were committed to a participatory process that promoted collaboration and collectivism rather than competition and individualism and intended to make strategic investments in the collectively determined areas of greatest impact for the network. While they went into the summits with predetermined ideas and goal for the process, they also chose to remain flexible to the flow and needs of the room-to the possibilities of their connection. Documentation was also established as a crucial component in capturing this approach to systems change, so community could own their narrative. With these set goals, they gave themselves a full day, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., to go through this process. A key need on behalf of leadership at this point was patience, honesty and trust in the community and in the emergent nature of the processes that were created for community, by community.
The first summit became a space for holding and connection. A call for introduction transformed into a space for participants to share their experiences as noninstitutionally aligned POC trying to get support for the work in their own community and feeling regularly passed over for those perceived as more legitimate and qualified to be supported in the work. Participants got to hear each other's stories and see common ground, which were the beginnings of deep connections that were forged. Attendees were interviewed during breaks and after the summit. Many recounted feeling inspired and hopeful. Several shared that they felt energized-seen, heard, and grateful to be in the experience together as aligned neighbors of color.
At the second summit, the network was invited to collaboratively map assets, assess needs, and decide on priority impact areas for investment. The Selection Committee members guided the group to view the monetary resources as only a small part of the value to be assessed and amplified. People put what communal resources/skills they had to share on the table and offered it to the whole. There was a renewed commitment to connect with one another as powerful collaborators and to create a network of mutual benefit. The grantees also got to talk about their individual needs for doing the work, and space was given for people to step back and make connections between what was needed within the group and what resources were available to exchange and share. Grantees realized that the majority of resources needed were actually already available in community.
There were significant overlaps in what needs were not matched by the available assets and skills in the room: Space, Equipment, Training & Credentialing, and Mobility. It then became easy for the BCFF network to lift up these common needs as the most intelligent, impactful, and efficient areas of investment. Lifted up during this process was the decision for significant investment into youth training and support of their leadership development and capacity building. This was in line with the goals of the BCFF community action plan of 2012, later reaffirmed in 2014 and again in 2015. By making key strategic and durable investments in shared areas of need and support the network was set up for a greater return on the funds and a more lasting impact in the community.
Leadership anticipated questions and some push back from the network invitees given that the envisioned participatory process was so radically different than what grantees were used to. So leadership welcomed the opportunity to respond and used the time to reiterate reasonings, clarify any questions, solidify the intent, and invite grantees to reconsider participating. Yet, rather than deter the majority, this situation became a source of greater courage and commitment to the process. In absolute record time, and with minimal friction and contention, we were able to bring people together and make big decisions about the disposition of funds and other resources. After the second summit, the Committees discussed the fact that, there was an ongoing need for an organizational container for the network and also-especially given BCFF's historyaccountability. With a commitment to ensuring that all the resources went to direct community action, it was also understood that the carrying organization and individuals supporting the network would need to continue on a volunteer basis. At this point, BCFF had fully shifted from being anchored and led by predominantly institutional and government partners, to being carried fully by an emerging ecosystem of color, anchored by the resident-led Guild. Challenges for the work of the then reconfigured collaborative included the need for culture shift around POC-led action and impact within our communityespecially through the eyes of the public and private institutions that overwhelmingly control the resourcing of such work. In the early years of the Guild's work (and even more so during its time leading BCFF), the fundamental nature of POC leadership, space, and healing was often not seen as significant or necessary to address issues of disparities, equity, or economic development. The Guild's focus on healing, resident leadership, and POC space was viewed by some as simply quaint programming, unwelcoming gatekeeping-ordisconnected from the real work of systems change. Unaligned observers often struggled to understand the meaning and importance of what was occurring-or could be alarmed and put off by a POC assertion of a right to space, experience, and resources-controlled by POC residents. Furthermore, the emergent nature of culture, process, and systems change-that is admittedly not as easily tallied as programmatic interventions-at times meant that the organic and dynamic nature of the ecosystem, was considered a hard to track and "high risk" option for local philanthropic support. The Guild's investment in community healing, training, business development, and credentialing-and the provision of coaching, space, and design services were rarely asserted in public ways, allowing the projection of a simplistic lens of programming to obscure the larger systems change focus of the strategic action. Furthermore, leadership recognizes that while so many have been inspired and positively impacted by the vision and action of the ecosystem, there is still a need for healing from an entrenched immersion in competitive and zero-sum paradigms-particularly placed on communities of color. We have traveled far but there is still a long way to go.
> > ConCLuSIon: CoLLABoRAtIVe ALCHeMy
At the end of the day, we are proud of what we have learned and done together with our neighbors, public partners, and allies (Figure 1) . Acknowledged or not, the work of this POC ecosystem has fingerprints all over the city and has inspired-and at times, dramatically
In rebuilding BCFF we:
• Engaged ~40 POC healthy food & wellness entrepreneurs in an asset-creation, sharing, and leveraging approach to business development dedicated to healthy food, wellness, community development and healing; • Supported the creation of new systems that connect Black and Brown people to outdoor recreation, environmental engagement and healthy lifestyle opportunities; • Recognized and improved cross-neighborhood and intergenerational capacity building, connection and collaboration; • Invested in building leadership, skill development and professional experience of youth/young adults of color;
• Identified and initiated the creation of new community hubs and venues for residents to engage in fitness, wellness, healing and healthy food growing, bee husbandry and education; • Under the umbrella of the Guild, worked with cross-sector partners to develop The Washington St. Urban Forest as a 1 acre healthy food, healing herb, wellness, culture and resilience hub, to be owned and stewarded by a POC community ecosystem; We continue to be confident in the sustainability of our efforts as our public and private partnerships expand and deepen, and the opportunity to have an impact well beyond Boston has come into sharper focus. This is pioneering work not only because it places at its center the voice and vision of POC neighbors committed to systems change but also because it is wrapped in the love, beauty, strength, and leadership of grassroots communities.
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